Pacific Climate Update
Coral Bleaching Heat Stress Analysis and
Seasonal Guidance through May 2018

(Released February 8, 2018)

Current conditions:

NOAA Coral Reef Watch’s (CRW) near-real-time satellite monitoring shows above-average sea
surface temperatures (SSTs) in most of the western tropical Pacific Ocean. High SST anomalies
(>1°C) extend from the Philippines, east through Palau and to the Federated States of Micronesia
(FSM), and south through Vanuatu and Fiji to the Cook Islands (Figure 1). In contrast, a large
swath of below-average SSTSs, associated with the current La Nifia, extends along the equator from
the central to eastern Pacific Ocean. As of February 8, 2018, the NOAA National Centers for
Environmental Prediction’s El Nifo-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) Alert System is at “La Nifia
Advisory” status. The La Nifa is expected to continue through Northern Hemisphere winter and
transition (~55% chance) to ENSO-neutral conditions during spring (March-May).
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Figure 1. NOAA Coral Reef Watch's Satellite Sea Surface Temperature Anomaly product for the Pacific region.


http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/analysis_monitoring/enso_advisory/ensodisc.shtml
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HotSpots have been diminishing in the Northern Hemisphere but continue to develop in the
Southern Hemisphere (Figure 2). They are concentrated mainly between New Caledonia and Fiji
and between Papua New Guinea and Australia’s Great Barrier Reef (GBR). Minor bleaching has
been reported in many areas of the GBR. Bleaching heat stress in the Coral Sea region has swung
between Watch and Warning, with a few episodes of rapid SST increase followed by dramatic SST
decrease since December 2017; this most likely was caused by major weather events. CRW’s SST
Anomaly and Coral Bleaching HotSpot products are quite elevated for Southeastern Australia and
New Zealand. Along the western coast of Australia, few coral reef areas are experiencing stress
levels above Bleaching Warning (Figure 3); the exception being Hamelin Pool, which currently is
registering Alert Level 2. The rest of the Pacific has minimal heat stress.
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Figure 2. NOAA Coral Reef Watch's Satellite Coral Bleaching HotSpot product for the Pacific region.
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Figure 3. NOAA Coral Reef Watch's Satellite Bleaching Alert Area (7-day maximum) product for the Pacific region.

CRW’s most recent Four-Month Coral Bleaching Outlook (Figure 4) projects continued heating
(to Alert Level 1) around Fiji and the northernmost portion of the GBR, around the Torres Strait.
The GBR should begin to cool down by mid-March 2018, while Fiji should see its warmest

temperatures in April. The remainder of the Pacific should stay at low levels of heat stress; i.e.,
Bleaching Watch or No Stress.
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Figure 4. NOAA Coral Reef Watch's Four-Month Coral Bleaching Heat Stress Outlook of February 6, 2018 for the
period February-May 2018 for the Pacific region.

NOTE: This report focuses on NOAA Coral Reef Watch's Version 3.0 (or v3) 5km satellite-
based coral bleaching heat stress products and v4 Four-Month Coral Bleaching Heat Stress
Outlook. The 5km satellite products presented here use CRW's new color scales, which are
implemented in the images posted on the CRW website.

To monitor the intensity and location of bleaching heat stress in your coral reef region of interest,
please follow NOAA Coral Reef Watch’s satellite monitoring and outlooks closely in the coming
weeks: https://coralreefwatch.noaa.gov/satellite/bleachingbkm/index.php and
https://coralreefwatch.noaa.gov/satellite/bleachingoutlook_cfs/outlook cfs.php.
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